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Abstract 
This report examines gender portrayal in business media to understand if women are degraded by business media, in Forbes magazine covers. A scoring system was created to quantify the total level of degradation caused by objectification, sexualization, confidence, intimacy, and “subliminal references to gender” in Forbes magazine covers. This content analysis found that all women, on average, scored a higher degradation score than men in Forbes covers over the past five years. Significant findings include that women show more chest nudity than men and are therefore objectified, that headlines on Forbes covers tend to make reference to gender only when it is a female cover, and that background colour plays a key subliminal role in degradation. Exposure to the sexualization and degradation of women in business magazines directly impacts how people perceive a woman’s competence in the workplace.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Introduction 
Numerous researchers have shown that gender inequality is prevalent and detrimental to society. Research by Trautner and Hatton (2011) analysed the sexualization of women in Rolling Stone Magazine covers, and found that women are sexualized more frequently than men. Sexualizing women is a clear method used by media to degrade women. Since the objectification of women in mainstream media exists, this can be read as a reflection of society’s view of women. So, if women are portrayed inferiorly in business media, perhaps it is a reflection of how women are unequally viewed in the business world. This led me to wonder whether the same nature of gender inequalities in Rolling Stone exposed by Trautner & Hatton (2011) are also present in Forbes business magazine. This lab report strives to analyze the portrayal of women in business media to determine if women are portrayed as inferior to men in Forbes magazine covers.  
Past research in the portrayal of women in business-related advertisements confirms that 
“sex inequality in the workforce is reflected, reinforced, and validated by the advertising industry” (Stephenson, Stover & Villamor, 1997). The presence of masculine and feminine stereotypes in media results in the validation and acceptance of such gender roles in the public, which is facilitated by the advertisements’ subliminal messaging (Stephenson et al., 1997). Media’s portrayal of gender impacts public perception of gender expectations significantly: media’s reinforcement of gender stereotypes produces a man and woman’s dissimilar career expectations by early adolescence. Meaning, females may strive for lower career expectations than males because of the intense propagation to display, encourage, and enforce gender roles in business media (Stephenson et al., 1997). This makes the objectification of women in business media an even more important and complex social issue because it will directly impact her selfassessment of her own potential.  
This content analysis is a gender comparison of Forbes magazine covers from over the past 5 years to test if women are portrayed inferiorly to men. The results show that women are indeed portrayed inferiorly to men. The covers will be assessed by assigning each person on the cover a “degradation” score.  
 
Methodology and Analysis: 
Covers of Forbes magazine have been selected because it is a popular American magazine focusing on the wealthiest billionaires in the world. The Forbes business magazine’s key audience is “top management and CEOs at large corporations” (Dianova 2016), and is therefore a magazine showcasing a more elite and exclusive business success. It is important to analyze the portrayal of women’s professionalism at a high level of business prestige since the portrayals of gender at any high level subconsciously sets an example for women’s career expectations at that same level, and levels beneath it.  
 
Type of Sample 
48 covers of Forbes magazine have been coded, from years 2014-2019. This sample was obtained by clearing all search history and cookies to diminish bias results, and then typing 
“Forbes Magazine Covers USA” into google. Ideally, the covers would have been obtained from the Forbes official website, but there was no such option. Covers were retrieved from the site www.magzter.com, the world’s largest digital magazine newsstand, which displayed all Forbes USA Covers along with its publication date. The sample was verified using www.magazineagent.com, (another website offering online magazine subscriptions) to ensure that the covers obtained from magzter.com weren’t a biased selective bunch. Forbes covers in the year range 2014-2019 were coded because that was the date range available on www.magzter.com. Through this date range, there was an extremely unequal amount of female versus male covers. For this reason, all magazine issues with women on the cover were coded due to the immensely small number of women-featured covers: if only every other woman cover were chosen, the size of the sample would be too small compared to the size of the male cover sample. In total, all 13 women featured Forbes magazine covers published from 2014 to 2019 were coded. They were all coded by myself. Due to the abundance of male covers, a systematic sampling method was used, where every other male cover published from 2014-2019 was selected to be coded. So, half of the male covers were excluded in order to obtain a smaller sample size (35). All covers of women were selected due to their scarcity. 
 	Of the full set of 87 covers on www.magzter.com, 6 covers were excluded from the analysis because they did not portray people - they just graphic design or text. The covers containing more than one person were coded by first coding each individual person in the image, and then obtaining the average scores for each category for the entire group.  
My code sheet was modelled from the coding system used by Hatton and Trautner (2011) in their study of Rolling Stone magazine covers. Categories were of course modified to accommodate the classiness of Forbes magazine. The categories measured sexualization, objectification, confidence, intimacy, and “subliminal references to gender”. Scores from each category were combined to achieve a total degradation score.  
 
Detailed Coding Scheme 
Mouth Open : (0-2)  
Effect: A closed mouth is more serious, professional, and desexualized, while an open mouth is sexualized, less serious, and less professional. 
0: Mouth Closed 
1: Smile with teeth 
2: Mouth open 
 
Nudity in Body Clothing Excluding Chest : (0-3) 
0: No skin showing in outfit 
1: No nudity but very tight, sexualized outfit 
2: Skin on arms showing  
3: Body shot camera angle along with arms skin showing 
 
Nudity in Neckline/Breast/Chest : (0-3) 
Effect: If women are revealing breasts, they are being objectified which of course portrays them as inferior.  
	 	0: No chest showing 
1: Collar/neckline covers neck but is unbuttoned 
2: Collar/neckline reveals chest but not breasts 
3: Cleavage/chest showing 
 
Pose: (0-2) 
Effect: A strong and straight stance shows more confidence, dominance, power. Slouching has an opposite effect. 
	 	0: Not slouched (confident assertive pose) 
	 	1: Somewhat slouched, not fully confident 
	 	2: Slouched (hunched shoulders, slanted stance, not standing tall and strong) 
 
Zoom: (0-1) 
Effect: The further away the image was taken implies a more professional relationship with the subject since they appear “untouchable”. A very zoomed  photo is intimate, and portrays closeness/softness.  
0: Normal focal distance 
1: Very close up and intimate 
 
Headline: (0-2) 
Effect: A headline that makes reference to gender differentiates general success with success of just someone of that gender. If a woman’s success is differentiated from a man’s success, this implies that a woman could never be the most successful person; she could only strive to be the most successful woman.  
0: Headline makes no reference to gender, is gender neutral 
1: Headline makes reference to breaking stereotypes of said gender, indirectly refers to 
	 	gender  
2: Directly reference’s gender (Says “woman” or “man”) 
 
Touch: (0-2) 
Effect: The location of touch leads the eye in that direction and can facilitate sexualization.  
0: No touching or Professional and strong touching (Crossed arms) 
1: Touching hips 
2: Touching chest, breast or groin area 
 
Background Colour: (0-1) 
Effect: Colour is used to differentiate gender – it can subconsciously make gender stand out.  
0: No, background colour is not stereotypical colour for gender (it is not pink or blue) 1: Yes, Background colour reflects associated stereotypical gender colour: is a shade of pink behind a woman on the cover and a shade of blue behind a male on the cover 
 
According to Labrecque and Milne (2012), the implications of colour use in a gendered context must be considered, because colour carries intrinsic meaning and has an impact on the viewer’s perception of the image. Pink for example, is a soft, sensitive, warm, and romantic colour. The use of colour pink as a background colour in a magazine of course adds softness and tenderness to the subject. This can be degrading if used to portray a woman, since the use of the colour pink in that context would reinforce pre-existing female stereotypes.  
 
A pink background on a female cover will add one point on the unprofessional scale. A blue background however will take away a point from the degradation score.  
Blue is linked to competence, intelligence, trust, efficiency, duty and logic (Labrecque & Milne, 2012), and so a blue background should not add points to the degradation scale because it makes the subject appear even more powerful.  
 
Here is an example of how an image was coded: 
[image: ] 
	Number: 
	10 
	Mouth Open (0-2):  
	1 

	Gender: 
	F 
	Clothing (0-3) 
	3 

	 
	 
	Neckline (0-3) 
	3 

	 
	 
	Stance (0-2) 
	2 

	 
	 
	Zoom (0-1) 
	0 

	 
	 
	Headline (0-2) 
	2 

	 
	 
	Touch (0-2) 
	0 

	 
	 
	Background Colour (-1-1) 
	0 

	  
	 
	TOTAL  SCORE 
	11 


Results 
In general, women scored higher than men in all categories. 
Master Data Tables: 
1.1 – Women in Forbes Master Data Table 
Women 
Master Table 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 
Issue 	Back. 	Degradation Total 
(MONTH.YEAR) Mouth 	Clothing Neckline Stance 	Zoom  	Headline Touch 	Colour 	Score 
OCT. 19 	0 	0 	2 	1 	1 	2 	0 	0 	6 
JUNE. 19 	0 	0 	3 	0 	1 	2 	0 	0 	6 
AUG. 19 	0 	0 	1 	1 	0 	2 	0 	-1 	3 
APRL 19 	1 	3 	1.5 	1 	0 	2 	1 	0 	9.5 
DEC. 17 	0 	3 	1.5 	0 	0 	1 	1 	1 	7.5 
JUN. 17 	0 	2 	2 	2 	0 	2 	2 	1 	11 
JUL. 16 	0 	1 	3 	1 	0 	0 	0 	1 	5 
DEC. 15 	2 	0 	0 	1 	1 	2 	0 	-1 	5 
JUL. 15 	1 	3 	3 	2 	0 	0 	1 	0 	10 
JUN. 15 	1 	3 	3 	2 	0 	2 	0 	0 	11 
AUG. 14 	0 	3 	2 	0 	0 	0 	1 	1 	7 
JUN. 14 	0 	0 	2 	1 	0 	1 	0 	-1 	3 
JUN. 16.  	1 	2.5 	2 	2 	0 	2 	1 	1 	11.5 
 
1.2 – Men in Forbes Master Data Table 
Men Master 
	Table 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 
Issue 
	(MONTH. 	Back. 	Degradation Total 
	YEAR) 	Mouth 	Clothing Neckline 	Stance 	Zoom  	Headline Touch 	Colour 	Score 
	SEP. 19 	0 	0 	1 	2 	1 	0 	0 	0 	4 
	MAY. 19 	1 	0 	0 	0 	0 	1 	1 	0 	2 
	MAR. 19 	1 	0 	1 	0 	0 	0 	0 	-1 	1 
	DEC. 18 	1 	0 	2 	2 	0 	0 	0 	0 	4 
	OCT. 18 	0 	0 	1 	0 	0 	0 	0 	0 	1 
	JUN. 18 	1 	0 	1 	0 	0 	0 	0 	0 	2 
	MAR. 18 	1 	0 	0 	0 	0 	0 	0 	-1 	0 
	DEC. 17 	0 	0 	0 	0 	0 	0 	1 	0 	1 
	NOV. 17 	0 	0 	0 	0 	0 	0 	0 	-1 	-1 
	SEP. 17 	2 	0 	0 	1 	0 	0 	0 	0 	3 
	JUL. 17 	0 	0 	0 	2 	0 	0 	0 	-1 	1 
	MAY. 17 	1 	0 	0 	1 	0 	0 	0 	0 	2 
	MAR. 17 	0 	0 	0 	0 	0 	0 	0 	-1 	-1 
	JAN. 17 	0 	0 	1 	0 	0 	0 	0 	-1 	0 
	DEC. 16 	1 	0 	0 	0 	0 	1 	0 	0 	1 
	NOV. 16 	0 	0 	1 	1 	0 	0 	0 	0 	2 
	OCT. 16 	0 	0 	1 	1 	0 	1 	0 	-1 	1 
	AUG. 16 	0 	0 	1 	0 	0 	0 	0 	-1 	0 
	MAY.16 	0 	0 	0 	1 	0 	2 	0 	-1 	0 
	APRL. 16 	0 	0 	0 	1 	0 	0 	0 	0 	1 
	FEB. 16 	0 	0 	0 	2 	0 	0 	1 	-1 	1 
	NOV. 15 	0 	0 	1 	0 	1 	0 	0 	0 	2 
	OCT. 15 	0 	0 	0 	0 	1 	0 	0 	0 	1 
	SEPT. 15 	0 	0 	2 	1 	0 	0 	0 	-1 	2 
	MAY. 15 	0 	0 	0 	0 	0 	0 	0 	0 	0 
	APRL. 15 	1 	0 	1 	1 	0 	2 	0 	0 	3 
	MAR. 15 	0 	0 	0 	2 	0 	0 	0 	-1 	1 
	JAN. 15 	2 	0 	1 	2 	0 	0 	1 	0 	6 
	NOV. 14 	0 	0 	2 	2 	0 	1 	2 	-1 	5 
	OCT. 14 	0 	0 	1 	0 	0 	0 	0 	0 	1 
	SEPT. 14 	0 	0 	0 	1 	0 	0 	1 	0 	2 
	MAY. 14 	0 	0 	0 	0 	1 	2 	0 	0 	1 
	APRL. 14 	0 	0 	1 	0 	0 	0 	0 	0 	1 
	 MAR. 14 	0 	0 	1 	2 	0 	0 	0 	-1 	2 
	JAN. 14 	2 	0 	1 	2 	1 	0 	0 	-1 	5 
 
Now, let’s focus on the total score columns. Here are the total columns from 1.1 and 1.2 recopied, with the average scores for women and men at the bottom. 
 
Table 2.1: Total Degradation Scores and Gendered Mean Master Table 
	Women  	Men 	Men Continued 	Men Continued 
	6 	4 	0 	1 
	6 	2 	1 	6 
	3 	1 	2 	5 
	9.5 	4 	1 	1 
	7.5 	1 	0 	2 
	11 	2 	0 	1 
	5 	0 	1 	1 
	5 	1 	1 	2 
10 -1 	2 	5 
11 3 	1 	 
	7 	1 	2 	 
	3 	2 	0 	 
	11.5 	-1 	3 	 
MEAN MEAN (W): (M): 
	7.34615385 1.62857143 	  
 
The average degradation score for women was about 7.3, and for men it was about 1.6.  Women were portrayed as more degraded than men in business media, on average. The highest total degradation score for women was 11.5 (issue June 2016) and the lowest was 3 (issue June 2014) while for men, the highest was 6 (issue January 2015) and the lowest -1 (November 2017 and March 2017 issues).  
Next, I made a line graph to better illustrate the gendered contrast of each degradation score. Figure 2.2 is a scatter plot graph with the dots connected. The pink line represents women, the blue is men.  
2.2 – Total Degradation Scores Graph 
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The total degradation scores for women are almost always above every man’s unprofessional score.  
 
Figure 3 – Mouth Open (0-2) 
.
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Women have their mouth open/smiling hardly any more than men do. The mean for the women’s 
“Mouth Open” scores on Forbes covers was 0.461538462, and 
0.4 for men. Both genders scored low. 
 
Figure 4 – Nudity in Clothing (Excluding Chest) (0-3) 
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Overall, only women showed some type of nudity from their apparel (excluding chest nudity). The average score for nudity in outfit choice (excluding chest) for women was 1.6, while every man scored zero. This means men never photographed with naked arms, while women did. 
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On average, women showed more chest nudity than men. The average score for chest nudity was 2 for women, and 0.6 for men. On the (0-3) scale, the maximum value attained for women was 3 and the minimum attained for women was 0. For men, the highest was 2 and the lowest was 0.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Figure 6 – Pose (0-2) 
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The average results for pose were quite close. On average, women are slightly more slouched than men in Forbes magazine covers. The men’s average pose score was 0.78 and the woman’s was 1.1. 
 
Figure 7 – Zoom (0-1) 
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Amount of zoom does not change much depending on gender. For women, the average zoom score was 0.23, while the male zoom score was a close 0.14 
Figure 8 – Headline (0-2) 
	 	Frequency Table (%) 
	 
	WOMEN 
	MEN 

	frequency of 2 
	61.5% 
	8.6% 

	frequency of 1 
	15.4% 
	11.4% 

	frequency of 0 
	23.1% 
	80.0% 

	Total  
	100% 
	100% 


 
More than half (62%) of women in Forbes covers were portrayed with a headline that directly referenced their female gender, while men only had 8.6% of their headlines directly reference their gender. Indirect references to gender occur slightly more often on female covers (15.4%) than on male covers (11.4%). An overwhelming majority (80%) of male headlines make absolutely no reference to gender. On the other hand, for females, only 23.1% of headlines are gender neutral. Here is the same data in a bar graph to better illustrate the differences between men and women:  
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Figure 9 – Touch (0-2) 
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Women touch their chest and or groin area in Forbes covers slightly more than men, but the average scores of the genders are somewhat close: women’s average score for touch was 0.5, while men’s was 0.2.  
 
Figure 10 – Background colour (0-1) 
	 	WOMEN 	MEN 
	Frequency of -1 (blue) 
	23.10% 
	40.00% 

	Frequency of 1 (pink) Frequency of 0 
	38.50% 
	0% 

	(neutral colour) 
	38.40% 
	60% 

	Total 
	100% 
	100% 


 
40.0% of men and 23.1% of women on Forbes covers have blue backgrounds. 38.5% of women had pink backgrounds, while 0% of men had pink backgrounds. 38.4% of female covers were gender neutral (neither pink or blue). Males had a lot more gender-neutral backgrounds (60%).  
 
 
Discussion and Conclusion 
 	To answer the research question from the beginning of the research project, within the sample taken, women are indeed portrayed as inferior to men in Forbes business magazine. 
Women scored higher average degradation scores than men in all categories. 
In Figure 2.2 of average degradation scores, the blue men’s line goes much further because there were much more men on Forbes covers in contrast to women. Women are rarely on the covers of Forbes magazine – they hardly ever make the cover compared to men. Recall that this graph does not even truly do justice to illustrate the infrequency of women on the cover. 
This is because, as we recall from the methodology, I only coded half (35) of the men’s covers because there were so many of them. On the other hand, all (only 13) of the covers of women had to be coded because they were so infrequently on the cover. If I had coded all covers, there would be 70 male covers coded but still only 13 sets of data for women. With that, the most important finding is that women are extremely under-represented in this collection of business media.  
Another important finding is that women show much more chest nudity than men, which contributes to their sexual objectification. Next, women endure gendered headlines 77% of the time. Outstandingly, men are free from headlines referring to their gender 80% of the time. The issue with a gendered-headline is that it implies that a woman could never be the most successful person; she could only strive to be the most successful woman. This installs the concept of 
“gendered-success”, which is inherently sexist because there is no just reason to polarize people’s accomplishments. Lastly, the use of coloured backgrounds is used often to subliminally remind the audience of gender stereotypes. It is rather clever; the viewer is left perceiving a women as even softer because of the pink background she appears in front of, but this message is so discreet it likely continuously goes unnoticed.    
Portraying women inferiorly to men in business media “discredits” women’s accomplishments. Exposure to objectified, and over-sexualized females in media “leads both women and men to have a diminished view of women’s competence, morality, and humanity” (Aubrey, 2017). The sexualization of women in business magazines therefore directly impacts how people perceive a woman’s intellectual competence in the workplace. 
More research is needed, with different samples and on various business magazines. Possibilities of limitations of my sample include lack of available data due to the fact that there is no guarantee that the sites where the covers were obtained from are not pre-filtered in order to sell more or to appeal more to consumers, since the website is a seller. I used www.magazineagent to verify any exclusion of key covers on  www.magzter.com (there were no differences), but it is still possible that they both displayed the same, underrepresented covers.  
Men are overall not as gendered, but when they are gendered, this still adds to their roles of power in society. Being portrayed as hyper-feminine versus hyper-masculine imply completely different things. A man’s sexualization is more authoritative than a woman’s sexualization (which makes her objectified). A man and woman, both with the same degrees of sexualization do not imply the same degrees of degradation. A man can be seen as more powerful if he is hypersexualized, for example.  
At first glance, it may seem as though women are portrayed almost equally in business media because there is no obvious hyper-sexualization like in Rolling Stone. The reality is that degradation in Forbes is harder to spot than in the obvious hypersexualized covers in Rolling 
Stone. The formality, professionalism, and classiness of Forbes magazine easily camouflages the media’s bias to sexualize women. This content analysis shows that we should not let Forbes’ 
“professional” look mislead us– women’s sexualization still occurs.   
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Appendices 
	Number: 
	 
	Mouth Open (0-2):  	 

	Gender: 
	 
	Clothing (0-3) 	 

	 
	 
	Neckline (0-3) 	 


 
 	 	Stance (0-2) 	  	 	Zoom (0-1) 	 
	 	 	Headline (0-2) 	 
	 	 	Touch (0-2) 	 
	 	 	Background Colour (-1-1) 	 
	 	 	TOTAL DEGRADATION SCORE 	 
 	 	 	 
WORD COUNT: 2910  
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